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WANT TO BE A CRIMINAL INVESTIGATOR (SPECIAL AGENT)? 
 
The career of a Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) Special Agent is 
unique and one of the most challenging in Federal law enforcement. Headquartered in 
Washington, D.C., ATF has field offices and satellite offices located throughout the United 
States and its territories.  Highly trained special agents are responsible for enforcing the Federal 
statutes.  These investigations involve surveillance, participation in raids, interviewing suspects 
and witnesses, making arrests, obtaining search warrants and searching for physical evidence.  
Chemists and other specialty personnel at the forensic laboratories, computer specialists, and 
intelligence specialists provide expert assistance in developing cases.  
 
The profession of Special Agent is exciting and rewarding.  Special agents must be tough -- 
both physically and mentally.  They must also be able to handle rigorous training, personal risks, 
irregular hours and extensive travel.  Special agents are subject to transfer anywhere in the 
United States. 
 
 

Please review the enclosed information regarding the salary and benefits, basic 
requirements, and conditions of employment. 

 
 

Applications for position openings will ONLY be accepted in response to a 
specific ATF Job Information Notice or Vacancy Announcement. 

Please visit the ATF Internet web site at www.atf.gov or call the ATF 
Recruitment and Hiring Center at (202) 927-5690. 

 

The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives is an Equal Employment Opportunity Employer 



 
POSITION INFORMATION 

 
SALARY AND BENEFITS 

 
• POSITION TITLE AND GRADES:  CRIMINAL INVESTIGATOR 

(SPECIAL AGENT), GS-1811, GRADES 5, 7 AND 9. 
 
• MAJOR DUTIES:  
 
- INVESTIGATES CRIMINAL VIOLATIONS OF FEDERAL LAWS WITHIN 

THE ENFORCEMENT JURISDICTION OF THE DEPARTMENT OF 
JUSTICE. 

- CONDUCTS INVESTIGATIONS OF VIOLATIONS RELATING TO     
EXPLOSIVES, FIREARMS, ARSON, AND ALCOHOL AND TOBACCO     
DIVERSION. 

- GATHERS AND ANALYZES EVIDENCE THROUGH INVESTIGATIVE     
LEADS, SEIZURES AND ARRESTS, EXECUTION OF SEARCH     
WARRANTS AND A VARIETY OF OTHER MEANS. 

- PREPARES CONCISE CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIVE CASE REPORTS. 
- TESTIFIES FOR THE GOVERNMENT IN COURT OR BEFORE GRAND 

JURIES. 
 

• WORK SCHEDULE: 
 

ATF’S BUSINESS HOURS ARE GENERALLY 8:30 A.M. TO 5:00 P.M., 
MONDAY THROUGH FRIDAY.  DUE TO RECEIPT OF LAW 
ENFORCEMENT AVAILABILITY PAY (LEAP), SPECIAL AGENTS 
USUALLY WORK AN AVERAGE OF TWO ADDITIONAL HOURS PER 
DAY.  DEPENDING UPON THE TYPE OF ASSIGNMENTS, AGENTS 
FREQUENTLY WORK OTHER THAN NORMAL BUSINESS HOURS 
AND MORE THAN 2 ADDITIONAL LEAP HOURS PER DAY.  IN 
SHORT, A SPECIAL AGENT’S WORK SCHEDULE AND THE NUMBER 
OF HOURS WORKED PER DAY OR WEEK WILL VARY ACCORDING 
TO ASSIGNMENTS. 

 
• TRAVEL:  TRAVEL MAY BE CONSIDERABLE, DEPENDING UPON 

ASSIGNMENTS. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
• BASE ANNUAL SALARY RANGE FOR YEAR 2003 
 

$28,909 (GRADE 5) TO $36,703 (GRADE 9)  
(SHOWN SALARY RANGE EXCLUDES LOCALITY PAY AND THE 
25% LAW ENFORCEMENT AVAILABILITY PAY) 

 
BASE SALARY WILL DEPEND UPON GRADE QUALIFICATIONS.  
APPLICATION MATERIALS WILL BE REVIEWED BY THE 
RECRUITMENT AND HIRING CENTER TO DETERMINE THE 
GRADE FOR WHICH AN APPLICANT MAY QUALIFY.  ALL 
APPLICANTS MUST MEET BASIC QUALIFICATIONS AT THE 
GRADE 5 TO BE ELIGIBLE TO TAKE THE TEA (SEE THE BASIC 
GRADE QUALIFICATIONS SECTION OF THIS VACANCY). 

 
• LOCALITY PAY:  ALL ATF DUTY STATIONS QUALIFY FOR 

LOCALITY PAY.  SPECIAL AGENTS RECEIVE AN ADDITIONAL 
PERCENTAGE OF THEIR BASE SALARY, DEPENDING UPON 
THEIR LOCATIONS.  THE CURRENT RANGE OF LOCALITY PAY 
IS 8.64% TO 18.61%.   

 
• LAW ENFORCEMENT AVAILABILITY PAY:  BECAUSE OF THE 

TYPE OF WORK AND ADDITIONAL WORK HOURS, GENERALLY 
ALL SPECIAL AGENTS RECEIVE LAW ENFORCEMENT 
AVAILABILITY PAY (LEAP).  BASE SALARY IS INCREASED BY 
25% LEAP.  LEAP IS ADDED TO LOCALITY PAY. 
 

• PROMOTION POTENTIAL:  THE FULL PERFORMANCE LEVEL 
FOR THIS POSITION IS GRADE 13 

 
• BENEFITS: 
 
- ANNUAL LEAVE (VACATION TIME) IS EARNED AT THE RATE 

OF 13-26 DAYS PER YEAR, WITH A MAXIMUM ACCUMULATION 
OF 240 HOURS PER YEAR. 

- SICK LEAVE IS EARNED AT THE RATE OF 13 DAYS PER YEAR 
AND MAY BE ACCUMULATED WITHOUT LIMIT. 

- 10 PAID HOLIDAYS. 
- LOW COST HEALTH INSURANCE WITH THE OPTION TO 

CHOOSE FROM A VARIETY OF PLANS. 
- LOW COST LIFE INSURANCE. 
- FEDERAL EMPLOYEE RETIREMENT SYSTEM (FERS) 

BENEFITS.  SPECIAL AGENTS MAY RETIRE AT 50 WITH 20 
YEARS OF SERVICE.  AGE 57 IS THE MANDATORY 
RETIREMENT AGE, WITH 20 YEARS OF SERVICE. 

- TAX-DEFERRED THRIFT SAVINGS PLAN (TSP). 
- HEALTH IMPROVEMENT (PHYSICAL FITNESS) PROGRAM. 
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BASIC REQUIREMENTS 

 
CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT 

 
• BE A U.S. CITIZEN 
• IF MALE APPLICANT BORN AFTER DECEMBER 31, 1959, BE 

REGISTERED WITH THE SELECTIVE SERVICE SYSTEM, OR BE 
EXEMPT FROM HAVING TO DO SO UNDER SELECTIVE 
SERVICE LAW. 

• BE BETWEEN THE AGES OF 21 AND 37, AT THE TIME OF 
APPOINTMENT, UNLESS YOU HAVE HAD PREVIOUS SERVICE 
IN A FEDERAL CIVILIAN LAW ENFORCEMENT POSITION 
COVERED BY SPECIAL CIVIL SERVICE RETIREMENT 
PROVISIONS, INCLUDING EARLY OR MANDATORY 
RETIREMENT.  MAXIMUM AGE LIMITATIONS MAY NOT BE 
WAIVED FOR ANY APPLICANT, INCLUDING THOSE ENTITLED 
TO VETERANS’ PREFERENCE. 

• POSSESS A CURRENT AND VALID AUTOMOBILE OPERATOR’S 
LICENSE. 

• COMPLETE ATF SPECIAL AGENT APPLICANT 
QUESTIONNAIRE. 

• TAKE AND PASS THE TREASURY ENFORCEMENT AGENT 
EXAMINATION. 

• TAKE AND PASS THE ATF SPECIAL AGENT APPLICANT 
ASSESSMENT TEST. 

• APPEAR FOR AND SUCCESSFULLY COMPLETE A FIELD 
PANEL INTERVIEW – A WRITING SAMPLE WILL BE REQUIRED. 

• TAKE AND PASS A POLYGRAPH EXAMINATION AND 
SUCCESSFULLY COMPLETE A BACKGROUND INVESTIGATION 
FOR A TOP SECRET CLEARANCE. 

• BE IN COMPLIANCE WITH ATF’S DRUG POLICY FOR SPECIAL 
AGENT APPLICANTS. 

• TAKE AND PASS A MEDICAL EXAMINATION BY AN 
AUTHORIZED GOVERNMENT PHYSICIAN AND MEET MEDICAL 
REQUIREMENTS.  APPLICANTS MUST BE ABLE TO PERFORM 
PHYSICIALLY STRENUOUS DUTIES SAFELY. 

 
- AT A MINIMUM, ATF SPECIAL AGENTS MUST MEET 

UNCORRECTED DISTANT VISION OF AT LEAST 20/100 IN 
EACH EYE, AND CORRECTED DISTANT VISION MUST TEST 
20/20 IN ONE EYE AND 20/30 IN THE OTHER.  NORMAL DEPTH 
PERCEPTION AND PERIPHERAL VISION ARE REQUIRED AS IS 
THE ABILITY TO DISTINGUISH SHADES OF COLOR BY PLATE 
TESTS. 

 
- APPLICANTS THAT HAVE UNDERGONE AUTOMATED 

LARNELLAR KERATOPLASTY (ALK); LASER IN SITU 
KERATOMILEUSIS (LASIK); PHOTOREFRACTIVE 
KERATECOTOMY (PRK); AND RADIAL KERATOTOMY (RK) 
MUST PROVIDE PROOF THAT THEY HAVE PASSED THE 
SPECIFIC PROTOCOL.  THE TEST MUST BE ADMINISTERED BY 
A BOARD-CERTIFIED OPTHAMOLOGIST WHO WILL 
DOCUMENT THE RESULTS OF THE PROTOCOL TEST AND 
THAT THE TEST WAS PERFORMED NO SOONER THAN THE 
PRESCRIBED TIME AFTER THE DATE OF SURGERY. (3 
MONTHS OR ONE YEAR, DEPENDING ON THE TYPE OF 
SURGERY). 

 
- HEARING LOSS, AS MEASURED BY AN AUDIOMETER, MUST 

NOT EXCEED 30 DECIBELS AT 500, 1000, AND 2000 HZ 
LEVELS. 

• WEIGHT MUST BE IN PROPORTION TO HEIGHT. 
• TAKE AND PASS A DRUG TEST. 
 
 
 

 
• THIS POSITION REQUIRES THE INCUMBENT TO CARRY A FIREARM 

AND AMMUNITION. (PERSONS WHO HAVE BEEN CONVICTED OF 
FELONIES AND CERTAIN MISDEMEANORS, INCLUDING A 
MISDEMEANOR CRIME OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE (TITLE 18, U.S.C. 
SECTION 922 (g) (9)) ARE NOT ELIGIBLE TO POSSESS A FIREARM.) 

 
• PAYMENT OF RELOCATION EXPENSES TO THE FIRST 

APPOINTMENT WITH ATF WILL NOT BE AUTHORIZED FOR 
APPLICANTS THAT ARE NOT NOW ATF EMPLOYEES.  PERSONS 
SELECTED MAY BE STATIONED ANYWHERE IN THE UNITED 
STATES. 

 
• INCUMBENTS MUST SIGN A GEOGRAPHIC MOBILITY AGREEMENT 

WITH ATF THAT MAKES THEM SUBJECT TO RELOCATION AT ANY 
TIME. 

 
• SELECTED APPLICANTS SHALL BE APPOINTED IN THE EXCEPTED 

SERVICE AND MUST SATISFACTORILY COMPLETE A THREE YEAR 
TRIAL PERIOD WHICH INCLUDES BUT IS NOT LIMITED TO 
SUCCESSFUL COMPLETION OF THE CRIMINAL INVESTIGATOR 
TRAINING PROGRAM, NEW PROFESSIONAL TRAINING AND 
QUALIFYING AND MAINTAINING FIREARMS PROFICIENCY. 

 
METHODS OF RECRUITMENT 

 
• ALL APPLICANTS MUST TAKE AND PASS THE ATF TREASURY 

ENFORCEMENT AGENT (TEA) EXAMINATION AND THE ATF 
SPECIAL AGENT APPLICANT ASSESSMENT TO BE ELIGIBLE FOR 
FURTHER CONSIDERATION FOR AGENT POSITIONS 

 
• APPLICANTS MUST MEET BASIC QUALIFICATIONS (AT LEAST) AT 

THE GRADE 5 TO BE ELIGIBLE TO TAKE THE TEA.  (SEE THE BASIC 
QUALIFICATIONS SECTION OF THIS INFORMATIONAL PACKET) 

 
• ADMINISTRATION OF TESTS:  THE TEST SESSIONS RUN ABOUT 4 

HOURS FOR BOTH TESTS.  THE OFFICE OF PERSONNEL 
MANAGEMENT WILL ADMINISTER AND SCORE BOTH TESTS. 

 
• APPLICATIONS FOR POSITION OPENINGS OR TESTING 

OPPORTUNITIES WILL ONLY BE ACCEPTED IN RESPONSE TO A 
SPECIFIC ATF JOB NOTICE OR VACANCY ANNOUNCEMENT. 

 
• VISIT THE ATF WEBSITE AT WWW.ATF.GOV OR CALL THE ATF 

RECRUITMENT AND HIRING CENTER AT (202) 927-5690 FOR 
UPDATES ON OUR RECRUITMENT EFFORTS. 

 
 

 

 

3 

GO ON TO THE NEXT PAGE  



 

BASIC 
QUALIFICATIONS 

FOR GRADE 5 

 
BASIC QUALIFICATIONS 

FOR GRADE 7 

 
BASIC QUALIFICATIONS 

FOR GRADE 9 
 
• A BACHELOR’S 

DEGREE FROM AN 
ACCREDITED 
COLLEGE OR 
UNIVERSITY 

 
OR 
• THREE YEARS OF 

GENERAL 
EXPERIENCE, ONE 
OF WHICH WAS 
EQUIVALENT TO AT 
LEAST THE GRADE 
4.  GENERAL 
EXPERIENCE IS 
DEFINED AS 
PROGRESSIVELY 
RESPONSIBLE 
WORK IN CRIMINAL 
INVESTIGATIVE OR 
LAW 
ENFORCEMENT 
FIELDS THAT 
REQUIRES 
KNOWLEDGE AND 
APPLICATION OF 
LAWS RELATING TO 
CRIMINAL 
VIOLATIONS; 

 
OR 
 
• A COMBINATION OF 

EDUCATION AND 
EXPERIENCE.  
EDUCATION IS 
CREDITED ON THE 
BASIS OF 30 
SEMESTER HOURS 
OR 45 QUARTER 
HOURS OF 
UNDERGRADUATE 
WORK WHICH IS 
EQUIVALENT TO 9 
MONTHS OF WORK 
EXPERIENCE. 

 
• NOTE:  SEE NON-

QUALIFYING 
GENERAL 
EXPERIENCE 
SECTION. 

 
 

 
• A BACHELOR’S DEGREE WITH SUPERIOR ACADEMIC 

ACHIEVEMENT (SAA).  SUPERIOR ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IS 
BASED ON ONE OF THE FOLLOWING: 

 
• CLASS STANDING – APPLICANTS MUST BE IN THE UPPER THIRD 

OF THE GRADUATING CLASS. 
 
• GRADE POINT AVERAGE – APPLICANTS MUST HAVE A MINIMUM 

AVERAGE OF 2.95 OUT OF A POSSIBLE 4.0, BASED ON 4 YEARS OF 
EDUCATION OR BASED ON COURSES COMPLETED DURING THE 
FINAL 2 YEARS OF THE CURRICULUM. 

 
• THREE POINT FIVE (3.5) OR HIGHER OUT OF A POSSIBLE 4.0 BASED 

ON THE AVERAGE OF THE REQUIRED COURSES COMPLETED IN 
THE MAJOR FIELD OF STUDY OR THE REQUIRED COURSES IN THE 
MAJOR FIELD COMPLETED DURING THE FINAL 2 YEARS OF THE 
CURRICULUM. 

 
• MEMBERSHIP IN A NATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY AS LISTED IN THE 

ASSOCIATION OF COLLEGE HONOR SOCIETIES:  BOOKLET OF 
INFORMATION (1992-95) AND/OR BAIRD’S MANUAL OF AMERICAN 
COLLEGE FRATERNITIES (1991). 

 
APPLICANTS ARE REQUIRED TO PROVIDE PROOF OF SAA; OR 
 
• GS-7 REQUIREMENTS MAY ALSO BE MET BY COMPLETION OF ONE 

YEAR OF FULL-TIME GRADUATE EDUCATION OR 
 
• ONE FULL YEAR OF SPECIALIZED EXPERIENCE EQUIVALENT TO AT 

LEAST THE GS-5 LEVEL.  SPECIALIZED EXPERIENCE IS 
EXPERIENCE IN OR RELATED TO INVESTIGATIONS OF CRIMINAL 
VIOLATIONS THAT PROVIDED THE SPECIFIC KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS, 
AND ABILITIES TO SUCCESSFULLY PERFORM THE DUTIES OF THE 
POSITION.  EXAMPLES OF QUALIFYING SPECIALIZED EXPERIENCE 
INCLUDE: 
- LEADERSHIP OR MEMBERSHIP ON A MILITARY INTELLIGENCE 

OR CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIVE TEAM OR COMPONENT IN WHICH 
THE PRINCIPAL DUTIES CONSISTED OF SECURITY 
INVESTIGATIONS, INTELLIGENCE GATHERING OR CRIMINAL 
PROSECUTION. 

- ANALYZING RAW INVESTIGATIVE DATA AND PREPARING 
COMPREHENSIVE WRITTEN INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS. 

- INVESTIGATING COMPLEX CLAIMS INVOLVING SUSPECTED 
CRIMES OR ALLEGED FRAUD. 

- INVESTIGATING CRIMINAL CASES REQUIRING THE USE OF 
RECOGNIZED INVESTIGATIVE METHODS THAT MAY HAVE 
INCLUDED PRESENTING EVIDENCE IN COURT. 

- SUPERVISING OR CONDUCTING INTERROGATIONS THAT 
INVOLVED ELICITING EVIDENCE, DATA OR SURVEILLANCE 
INFORMATION. 

- LAW ENFORCEMENT WORK IN WHICH 50 PERCENT OR MORE 
OF THE TIME INVOLVED CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS 
REQUIRING THE USE OF SURVEILLANCE, UNDERCOVER OR 
OTHER CRIMINAL DETECTION METHODS. 

- INVESTIGATING COMPUTERIZED BUSINESSES AND/OR 
ACCOUNTING SYSTEMS AND FORMING SOUND CONCLUSIONS 
AS TO RELATED CRIMINAL BUSINESS PRACTICES AND 
COMPLIANCE WITH FEDERAL LAWS AND REGULATIONS. 

- INVESTIGATIVE WORK THAT REQUIRED RAPID, ACCURATE 
JUDGEMENTS AND SOUND DECISION-MAKING IN APPLYING 
REGULATIONS, INSTRUCTIONS AND PROCEDURES. 
SUCCESSFUL COMPLETION OF FORMALIZED PROGRAMS OF 
IN-SERVICE TRAINING FOR ANY OF THE ABOVE. 
 
 

 
• TWO FULL YEARS OF 

PROGRESSIVELY HIGHER LEVEL 
GRADUATE EDUCATION;  

 
OR 
 
• A MASTER’S DEGREE OR OTHER 

GRADUATE DEGREE SUCH AS:  
AN LL.B, J.D. ETC.,  

 
OR 
 
• ONE FULL YEAR OF 

SPECIALIZED EXPERIENCE.  
EXPERIENCE MUST HAVE BEEN 
EQUIVALENT TO AT LEAST THE 
GS-7 LEVEL.  THE APPLICANT 
MUST HAVE SPECIFIC 
KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS AND 
ABILITIES USING CRIMINAL 
INVESTIGATIVE TECHNIQUES TO 
SUCCESSFULLY PERFORM THE 
DUTIES OF THE POSITION. 

 
NON-QUALIFYING GENERAL 

EXPERIENCE 
 
• WORK EXPERIENCE AS A 

UNIFORMED LAW 
ENFORCEMENT OFFICER, 
WHERE THE PRINCIPAL DUTIES 
CONSIST OF INVESTIGATIONS 
AND ARRESTS, INVOLVING 
TRAFFIC VIOLATIONS, MINOR 
FELONIES, MISDEMEANORS, AND 
COMPARABLE OFFENSES; OR 

 
• WORK EXPERIENCE IN WHICH 

THE MAJOR DUTIES INVOLVE 
GUARDING AND PROTECTING 
PROPERTY; PREVENTING 
CRIMES, AND/OR LEGAL 
RESEARCH WITHOUT THE 
APPLICATION OF INVESTIGATIVE 
TECHNIQUES. 
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